< they now talk to one another about this whole girlhood experience -it was so much larger than they at the time -they can't keep from giggling and laughing. How could something now so tiny and harmless as that wood and the walk; how could something now so seemingly ordinary as turning away from one another at the bridge to go home, only to see one another again on the morrow, and to go through the same experience all over again; how could this so simple and everyday happening have taken on such a deep and menacing power in their young minds and in their memories still today?
... And 11010 once again ... Well, I think these two little girls were on to something, on to something quite more widely reverberating through human lives than they could ever have fully realized at the time. What is it then that they were onto? I think we need to allegorize to know. And what is an allegory? It is the description, the sketching, of something not so clearly seen, not so well known, not so directly present to us in terms of its resemblance to something else very close to us, to something else with which we are very familiar.
The two little girls' experience of walking together, hand-in-hand through a dark wood in the night, then parting at a bridge, then each walking on alone, each conscious of the fear into which she and the other were moving, each knowing that home was there at the edge of the wood -this experience, or something very much like it, should be familiar to us all. It is scheduled to return again and again throughout a lifetime, reappearing each time one arrives at a moment of passage. These are the big moments: birth, going away to school, leaving home, marrying, embarking on a new career, retiring, grieving over loved ones gone, and then, the facing of one's own death. These are some of the milestones in a human life, and there are others, milestones of pass-A story I heard early this summer has echoed on in my memory over the past several months. These echoes have amplified for me the theme of limits in palliative care, a theme I see foreshadowed in the exprience of two little girls many years ago.
Once UpOll a time '"
The bridge over the creek was just about midway between their homes, and the two young girls would cross it every time they visited one another, and that was often. It was at night though that the bridge came to take on a special meaning. The girls' homes, you see, were separated by about a kilometre or so of forest, and it was very dark and lonely, and with the strange noises it was quite scary at night. So when it came time for one of the girls to head home, the other would walk with her up to the bridge. Then each would have to cover that half kilometre or so alone; the one girl turning to her home, the other moving onwards towards her home up on the hill. They agreed that if either of them sensed anything threatening, she would cry out in the dark and the other would come running to help and protect. So it was that two little girls learned what it meant to move on alone when they had to part ways at the bridge in the forest dark.
Neither of these little girls, now grown women, can recall much of the hundreds of things they said, thought, and felt during these so many walks in the night and partings at the bridge. It is the one central experience, repeated over and over again through girlhood, that remains, much like the little bridge that still spans the creek today. The bridge seems so much smaller to them now, and the creek quite shallow, and the woods seem tame, not deep and frightening as they were on those nights many years ago. That little patch of dark and of the unknown, and, indeed, of terror in their lives -they have come to master. When ing where we all have to part ways with someone, somewhere at a bridge, to leave another to walk on alone or to be left to walk on alone ourselves.
In one of his war poems, titled, "And I Must Go," Wilfred Owen (killed in France, November 4, 1918) speaks of hearing "... the sighs of men, that have no skill To speak of their distress, no, nor the will! A voice I know. And I must go." (1) Parting ways at the bridge may well mark some of the moments of the deepest distress in a human life. The moment when we can no longer walk along with someone we cherish or with someone who is deeply dependent upon us for what we are supposed to be able to do for them, the moment when we can do no more than gaze at her back as she trudges on alone, has to be a time of one of the most unique and intense kinds of suffering in a human life. Are there voices to speak of this distress? And if there are, what truths must they say if these voices are to be anything other or more than cries of anguish, unsheltered by understanding?
... Facing allr limits ...
The little girls parting ways at the bridge in the night understood perhaps more than they realized about those inevitable moments of suffering that are an integral and inescapable part of being human. That understanding also encompasses those working in palliative care and palliative medicine, those who work to marshall all the knowledge, skills, and compassion available to accompany the dying. I should think the most difficult thing to understand and to acknowledge when one is working at the bedside of the very sick and of the dying -a theme already adumbrated in the experience of the two little girls parting at the bridge in the night -is that there are limits to accompaniment. We can accompany the dying only so far and no further.
But can we further specify these limits and are they all equally unsurpassable?
There are scientific limits and we all generally know and acknowledge these. Possibly in five or ten years we will know how to stop the advance of a cancer and stave off death, but now, this year, we have to tell the gravely ill that there is nothing more we can do and that they are going to have to die.
There are technical limits. Try as we may, this, that, and every other combination of drugs and kinds of treatment simply cannot bring this pain or that nausea under control. We can hardly help feeling like the one little girl, who, after the parting at the bridge, wistfully turned to see her friend disappearing alone into the dark of the wood.
There are personal limits. I am now just too tired, too oppressed with all the death I've seen, too emptied of strength and energy to smile or listen or even just to be there at that bridge where someone is about to turn and move off alone.
There are ethical limits which are experienced quite differently by different people and are now under widespread vigorous debate. Some, perhaps many, will have to say to someone desiring or even pleading for immediate death: "I'll use everything we have in every way possible to alleviate your pain, to relieve y~ur symptoms, to calm your anguish. I'll inject you, I'll sedate you, I'll stay with you, but the death you want now I will not, I cannot, give you."
There are spiritual limits. We may well suffer these limits when a dying person has already moved far beyond where we stand at the bridge -and looks back to us with eyes plaintively seeking a response to her quest for reassurance about some of life's most dreadful uncertainties. How can we calm such a dread, how can we possibly speak to it? Hardly at all if, flushed with the bounce of youth and health, we cannot sense the dread or feel the quest? Will we be any better able to respond if we do suffer the questions, the uncertainties, and the dread that drag the dying beyond the boundaries of what any human agency can alleviate? (2) Two little girls parting at the bridge, each fearing for herself and for the other in the loneliness and the dread of the night. If the worst they can imagine occurs, they agree to cry out to one another, and to anyone who can hear. That's exactly, I think, where we are, whatever our education, whatever our skills, when we face limits we cannot surpass. That experience is deeply human -and inescapable. At such a time dare we, like the little girls, cry out? But, then, to whom?
